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FOOD REMAINS FROM A BARN OWL NEST IN NEBRASKA 
The analysis of owl pellets has been the basis of many studies of the 
food habits of these raptors. These studies have been useful in determining 
the mammalian fauna of an area (Fichter, 1941). In addition, the raptor's 
diet reflects, to some degree, local prey densities of the mammalian species 
that it is adapted to catch (Craighead and Craighead, 1956). Therefore, long-
term studies may be useful in monitoring changes in the environmental fauna 
(Sparks and Soper, 1970). 
Although studies have been conducted in many states on the contents of 
pellets of the Barn Owl (Tyto alba,), few of these studies have been done in 
Nebraska. Jones (1949) analyzed Barn Owl pellets from three different count-
ies in Nebraska. It is the purpose of this study to add to the available infor-
mation on the food habits of the Barn Owl in this state. 
MATERIALS AND METHODS 
Pellet material was collected from the attic of the Litchfield Public School 
in Litchfield, Sherman County, Nebraska on 29 November 1975. Intact pellets, 
and as many whole skulls as could be carried, were collected from the scat-
tered debris on the floor. No owls were seen, but this was a known nest site 
of Barn Owls. 
Mammal remains were identified by crania according to various keys and 
to comparative material from the collection of mammals in the University of 
Nebraska Museum. The bird remains were not identified, other than as p'as-
serines. 
. Each cranium was regarded as one occurrence of the animal. By this 
method each cranium could be matched with one pair of mandibles, but an ex-
tra 27 pairs of lower mandibles were found within the pellets. These extra 
parts were not used in calculating the frequency of occurrence of the species. 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
One hundred and four intact pellets were analyzed, and were found to 
contain 286 cranial remains. The pellets contained an average of 2.8 crania, 
with nine being the largest number in a single pellet. Corresponding figures 
of average number of crania are 3.1 (Wilson, 1938), 2.4 (Evans and Emlen, 
1947), and 2.8 (Boyd and Shriner, 1954). 
Analysis of Barn Owl pellets allows for accurate quantitative analysis of 
food habits (Craighead and Craighead, 1956; Fichter, 1941; Errington, 1930), 
but analysis of the bulk debris usually provides inferior data (Errington, 
1938). Table I shows the qu:mtitative differences of the analysis of the pellets 
and of the bulk debris. It seems the heavier, larger skulls were more resistant 
to weathering than the smaller, more fragile skulls. Therefore, Pocket Mice 
(Reitkrodontomys) occurred over three times more often in the intact pellets 
than in the debris, while Voles (Microtus) occurred three times more often 
in the debris than in the pellets. 
A low incidence of House Mouse (Mus musculus) and Norway Rat (Rat-
tus norvegicus) remains occurred in the pellets. Similar low frequencies have 
been cited several times (Boyd and Shriner, 1954; Jones, 1949; Kirkpatrick 
and Conway, 1947; Phillips, 1951). In their study Kirkpatrick and Conway 
(1947) speculated that the low incidence of predation on these species was 
due to human activity and lighting on the Purdue University property. Simi-
larly, the activity at the Litchfield Public School may have been a disturb-
ing influence in this study. 
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TABLE I 
PELLET OCCURREIICES DEBRIS OCCURREIICES 
Number Percent Number Percent 
Blarina brevi cauda 8 2.8 25 8.7 
~rt-talled Shrew) 
Sorex cinereus 
'<"~sked Shrew) 5 1.7 
C5YftotiS .E!!:EYll: 2 .7 
Least Shrew) 
Sylvilagus floridanus 3 1.0 
(Eastern Cottontail) 
Spermophilus tridecemlineatus 1 .3 
(Thirteen-lined Ground Squirrel) 
per~nathus hispidus 2 .7 9 3.1 
Hispid Pocket Mouse) 
Rei throdonto&s sp. 
(Harvest Mouse sp.) 
38 13.3 11 3.8 
Peromyscus sp. 102 
(White-footed Mouse sp.) 
35.6 56 19.2 
Unidentified cricetines (Mice) 62 21.7 
Microtus pennsIlvanicus 24 8.4 63 21.7 
(Meadow Vole) 
Microtus ochrogaster 22 7.7 84 29.0 
(Prairie Vole) 
Microtus sp. (Voles) 2 .7 23 7.9 
Unidentified microtines (Voles) 3 1.0 
~ hudsonius 5 1.7 3 1.0 
Meadow Jumping Mouse) 
Rattus norvegicus 2 .7 
--cNOrway Rat) 
Mus musculus 2 .7 1 .3 
-(House Mouse) 
~ sp. (Weasel) 2 .7 
Unidentified birds 3 1.0 13 4.5 
TOTALS 286 99.7 290 99.9 
(The above figures are for occurrences; because of differences of typical 
size and weight between species the relative contribution to the diet would 
be somewhat different.) 
Remains of larger mammals occur infrequently in pellets of Barn Owls. 
This is due partly to the method of consuming larger mammals. The meat is 
torn away from the bones; a greater percentage of digestable material is 
consumed. Thus, pellets are formed: less frequently. In spite of this, remains 
of three Eastern Cottontails (Sylvilagus floridanus) were found in this study. 
The animal has been reported to occur in low numbers in several pellet studies 
(Baumgartner and Baumgartner, 1944; Kirkpatrick and Conway, 1947; Phil-
lips, 1951; Reed, 1957; Stickel and Stickel, 1948). Stickel and Stickel (1948) 
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report the single Cottontail cranium found in their study was that of a ju-
venile, and that was the case of the three Cottontails in the present sudy. The 
age of the latter animals was ascertained by the presence of cartilage be-
tween the diaphysis and the epiphysis of the humerous and by the bone size. 
The occurrence of two Weasel (Mustela) crania in this study was sur-
prising, but other occurrences have been reported (Meyer, 1939; Phillips, 
1951; Wilson, 1938). It seems unlikely that a Barn Owl w~ normally 
choose such a formidable animal as its prey. 
It is typical for this owl to restrict its diet to nocturnal animals. How-
ever, in this study a single Thirteen-lined Ground Squirrel (Spermophilus 
tridecemlineatus) cranium was found. Finding the remains of a diurnal 
mammal such as this is surprising but it has been reported previously (Evans 
and Emlen, 1947). In both cases the remains were from juveniles. Compara-
tive material was used to age the cranium in the present study. 
Voles are cited as the chief food source of Barn Owls (Boyd and Shriner, 
1954; Phillips, 1951; Wilson, 1938). However, in this study they comprised 
only 17.8 percent of the pellet occurrences. Based on their frequency of oc-
currence in pellets (70.6 percent), mice seem to be the major food' source of 
Barn Owls in this study. Most studies with high incidence of voles show a 
correspondingly low incidence of mice as a food source (Marti, 1973; Phillips, 
1951; Wilson, 1938). In the present study the remains of mice outnumbered 
voles nearly four to one. Without trapping data it is impossible to conclude 
if there may be a greater abundance of one over the other, or if the owls 
are selectively feeding on them due to a differential vulnerability. 
SUMMARY 
Regurgitated pellets and associated debris of Tyto alba were collected 
from one locality in Sherman County, Nebraska. Analysis for number and 
percentage of mammalian crania revealed Microtus, Peromyscu8, and Rei-
throdontomys were a major source of food of these owls. The cricetines out-
numbered the microtines almost four to one. There was a low' incidence of 
Mus and Rattus, and larger mammals, including Spermophilus, Sylvilagus, 
and Mustela, occurred infrequently. 
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1976 FALL FIELD DAY 
About thirty people attended the 1976 Fall Field Day, held 3 October 
at Covenant Cedars Conference Grounds, 3 miles north of Hordville. Most 
of the participants arrived in time for the get-together the evening befure, 
held on the grounds, and most of them stayed the night on the grounds, in 
the buildings or in a camper. Breakfast and dinner both were served on the 
grounds. Sunday morning was bright and clear, an almost perfect fall day. 
There was a short bird walk on the grounds before bl'eakfast, and afterwards 
the area from the grounds to Hord Lake, near Central City, was covered. 
At dinner 47 species were reported, and 3 more (marked *) were l:ecorderl 
in the afternoon, when many of the participants went to see some Indian 
grave sites and some lodge sites. The short shower that came up in the 
afternoon was no inconvenience because it came while the group were in 
their cars on the way to the grave sites. 
The 50 species reported were: Pied-billed Grebe, Double-crested Cor-
morant, Black-crowned Night Heron, Snow Goose; Green-winged and Blue-
winged Teal; Sharp-shinned, Red-tailed, and Marsh Hawks; Osprey, Kes-
trel, Bobwhite, Ring-necked Pheasant, American Coot, Killdeer; Rock* and 
Mourning Doves; Screech and Great Horned Owls; Chimney Swift, Belted 
Kingfisher, Common Flickers (both Yellow - and Red-shafted forms); Red-
bellied, Hairy, and Downy Woodpeckers; Horned' Lark*, Barn Swallow, Blue 
Jay, Black-billed Magpie, Common Crow, Black-capped Chickadee, House 
Wren, Catbird, Brown Thrasher, Robin, Eastern Bluebird*, Ruby-
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crowned Kinglet, Starling; Nashville, Yellow-rumped (Myrtle) , and 
Blackpoll Warblers; House Sparrow, Western Meadowlark, Common Grackle, 
Oardin:a.I, American Goldfinch, Rufous-sided Towhee; White-crowned, Lin-
coln's, and Song Sparrows. 
The Snow Goose was an individual white-phase, apparently immature, 
which had come down in the Lind pasture about a week previously and had 
been around since, and was seen on count day. After the get-together a tape-
recorder was used to call up a Screech Owl, which remained for a while in 
the light of flashlights. Probably the same individual volunteered its pr,,· 
sence the next morning. The Bluebirds had eluded the searchers all morn-
ing, but were located on the trip to the grave sites, just before the shower. 
PARASITe (?) JAEGER AT LAKE MANAWA, IOWA 
On Saturday, 4 September 1976, 1 stopped about 10 :00 AM at Lake 
Manawa on the way back from some birding along 1-29 south of Council 
Bluffs. 1 was really looking for fall warblers, and 1 parked at the far end 
of the bath-house parking lot and moved along the trees out onto "eagle 
point" at the northwest corner of the lake. 1 had given the lake a general 
overlook and was just beginning to take a second look at a small group of 
gulls directly south of me on the far side of the lake when something dis-
turbed them, and they took off in my direction. One of them was clearly 
being chased by a dark bird. These two flew almost directly over my head 
(right into the sun) not 50 feet above me. By then it was clear th(' pursuing 
bird was a jaeger. It was quite dark with white streaks along the outer pri-
maries and magnificently agile in the air. Perhaps startled by me, it aban-
doned the gull (Ring-billed - they were very similar in s.ize) and flew west 
where it began pursuing a couple of Common Terns which had been resting 
on the white posts that are standing in the water there. Again it gave me 
a magnificent performance in fine light within a quarter mile from me. 
After several minutes of that it flew off in a southwest direction, and 1 
lost it. 
I remained there on the point, hoping for another look, and several 
minutes later I noted what seemed like a black or very dark gull resting on 
the water, all alone, quite far to the west from eagle point. By this time of 
day boats were beginning to appear with some frequency on the lake, but 
the dark bird seemed to ignore them. It was too far away to get any identi-
fication with my 7-power glasses, so 1 returned to the car and drove to the 
west shore to try for a better look with 10-power glasses. By the time I lo-
cated it it was clear that the bird had moved back toward eagle point, and so 1 
returned there, this time with the more powerful binoculars. Moments after 1 
reached the point a boat flushed the bird, and it was clearly the jaeger. 
Again it moved west, and again, for some five minutes at least, it pursued 
the Terns along the west shore of the lake. Then it took off in a westerly 
direction and eventually I lost sight of it. 
The whole period of observation lasted about forty-five minutes, of 
which ten to fifteen were occupied with observation of the bird in flight in 
good to very good light. Its actions were absolutely characteristic of de-
scriptions of jaegers in all the literature and of movies that I have seen. It 
was a dark-phase bird, in mature pluma'ge (no sign of any mottling), but 
the two central tail feathers were either worn off or broken off (leading to 
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an erroneous first impression that the bird must be immature). I am rela-
tively sure, from its actions, its size and shape (not heavy like a typical Po-
marine, nor as small as a Long-tailed - it was close to the size of the Ring-
billed Gull), and place (Parasitics are more common inland than the other 
two), that it was a Parsitic Jaeger. Unfortunately, others who were at the 
lake earlier, and many who went later that day and the following day, failed 
to see the bird. Increasingly heavy boat traffic on the lake by the time I 
left at 11 :00 AM would undoubtedl'Y explain the disappearance of1:he bird 
after that time. 
I consulted Peterson's Field Guide to Western Birds (p. 22 cautions 
about broken central tail feathers in mature ,birds) and Field Guide to the 
Birds, Pough's Audubon Water Bird Guide (which has the most helpful il-
lustrations), Robbins et al Birds of North America, and Will Russell's "Field 
Identification Notes" Birding 7 (1975) pp. 106-110. 
- Fr. Thomas A. Hoffman, S. J., Omaha 
BOOK REVIEWS 
The Web of Adaptation: Bird Studies in the American Tropics. David 
W. Snow Quandrangle/The New York Times Book Co., New York. 190 pp. 
4 3/4 x 8 3/4 inches, hardbound. $8.95. 
Mr. Snow, of the British Museum of Natural History, and his wife have 
done much research on the fruit-eating birds of the American tropics, and in 
this book he tells of the courtship, mating, nesting, and other traits of the 
various kinds of birds, primarily t~e fruit eaters, and speculates on the rea-
sons why these particular traits have been established, and why related 
species differ in some of them, and why unrelated species may have some 
similar and some dissimilar traits. 
The book is written in popular rather than technical style (but there 
are references of the technical articles for those who want that information). 
The chapters are relatively independent of each other, so that it can be used 
for occasional reading, but it is interesting enough, and easy enough reading, 
so that it can be read in one sitting. So here is your chance to learn how 
switching to fruit eating, in an area where fruits are available all year 
around, has affected the life style of birds. - Ed. 
The Birds of John Burroughs: Keeping a Sharp Lookout. Jack Kliger-
man, editor Hawthorne Books, Inc. New York. 254 pp. 9 drawings by Louis 
Agassiz Fuertes. 5 1/4 x 8 1/4 inches, softbound $3.95, hardbound $6.95. 
Except for a four-page foreword by Dean Amadon, a thirty-page intro-
duction by Jack Kligerman, about three pages of bibliography, and a couple 
of pages giving the modern names for those birds for which Burroughs used 
other names, this book consists of extracts from the writings of John Bur-
roughs pertaining to birds, covering a period from about 1870 to about 1920. 
But except for specific dates in journal entries and a reference to World 
War I, these extracts are timeless. (Well, maybe a reference to the pre-
sence of a flock of English Sparrows in the neighborhood, which a couple 
of thrown stones scared off so effectively that they didn't show up in the 
narative again, is an indirect dating.) Some of the events recorded - the 
discovery of the first Worm-eating Warbler's nest reported in New York, 
for instance _ are important in themselves, but most are just interesting ob-
servations on nature or birds. - Ed. 
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The Bird Finder's Three-year Notebook. Paul S. Eriksson. Paul S. 
Eriksson, Inc. New York. 382 pp. 6 x 9 inches softbound, $7.95. 
This book has plastic binding, so that the pages lie flat when the book 
is opened. There are three spaces, five lines each, on a page, and one page 
for each day in a year (and even provision for leap year by a page for 
February 29). The month and the date are printed, but the yel;ir is left 
blank (19 ), and the preface points out that the years do not 'have to be 
consecutive. (But the first time you have entries for four years ,i,or one date 
you probabily would want to shift to a new book.) Many pages have short 
quotations or pieces of information printed at the bottom. At the back are 
ten pages containing a life list index, listing in alphabetical order the common 
names of more than 700 species of birds found north of the Mexican border, 
based on the fifth edition of the ADU Checklist as recently modified by the 
thirty-second update, with the scientific name and a space for the date fol-
lowing the common names They point out that this life list can be moved 
from one book to another ~s a book is used up. If a person is interested in 
what happened in previous years on the same date this book would be fine, 
but if he is interested in when a particular bird came or left or nested, etc., 
in previous years he probably wouldn't find the answer immediately in a 
book like this (but a search of a few days before or after the given date 
might give the answer and not involve too much trouble). -Ed. 
NOTES 
SUMMER COMMON LOONS. On 18 July 1976 I saw three Common 
Loons in non-breeding plumage in a lake on 1-80, west of Sutherland, in 
Keith County. 
-Ruth Green, Bellevue 
Note that this is not too far from Kinsley Dam, where Dr. Sharpe saw 
a pair of Common Loons 19 June 1976 and heard reports that they had been 
there in previous summers and had nested (NBR 44:34) Also, one Loon 
was seen during the last of June in Lincoln County, which is the next county 
to the east. (1976 Spring Migration Report, NBR 44:41). 
SWAINSON'S HAWK NEST. I saw my first Swainson's Hawk this year 
on 17 April 1976, and saw them occasionally during the summer. On 24 April 
I saw a Swainson's Hawk nest under construction in a cottonwood tree 
along Highway 10, south of Minden, less than a mile inside Franklin County. 
A bird was on the nest 7 May, but I did not check the nest after that. 
-Harold Turner, Minden 
VIRGINIA RAIL. Mervin Samuels stopped at the Progress office Fri-
day (21 May 1976) with a dead bird in his hand He said it was the third 
one he had found in his yard. The bird was the ·shy Virginia Rail. I have 
only seen dead ones. Lee Morris reported finding a live one at his daughter's 
place. His grandchildren had chased it in the yard - for some reason or 
other it wouldn't fly - and finally chased it into the barn. Lee caught it, 
took it to the basin nearby and it promptly flew from his hand. He never did 
figure out why it didn't fly when the children were chasing it. 
- Norris Alfred, in the Polk Progress 
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BARN OWL. About sundown 27 August 1976 the attention of my cousin, 
Robert Spicknall, of Holstein, was drawn to iii Chinese elm tree in his yard by 
scolding of a Blue Jay. When he investigated he found a Barn Owl, which 
remained perched during the scolding. It was not seen again. 
-Harold Turner, Minden .... 
COMMON NIGHTHAWK NEST While on a hike late in the after 
noon of 14 .. JJHIe 1975 a pleasaDt surprise awaited me. In all the years of 
intense birding I had never come upon the nest of the Common Nighthawk. 
Moving rather briskly, I crossed a ridge and descended into a pocket-like 
formation. Suddenly, in front of me a few steps, a Nighthawk fluttered from 
the ground and hugged the surface rather closely as it left, disappearing 
over the next ridge. A breeze was blowing from the north, and soon the 
bird appeared over the ridge to the south. Needless to say, I was convinced 
from the heart that there was a nest near. I had stopped "in my tracks", 
so now moved forward very cautiously. After searching carefully, I spotted 
the two eggs. They were very difficult to detect as they blended so perfectly 
with the ground Unfortunately it was raining the next Saturday (21 June), 
so it was two weeks before I could return to this spot, which is roughly 10.5 
miles south and .75 mile west of Minden, putting it over the line into Frank-
lin County by a scant .5 mile. This time a rather strong wind was blowing 
from the south, and the only evidence was one call of a Nighthawk heard in 
the distance, to the south. 
- Harold Turner, Minden 
ALBINO CHIMNEY SWIFT. Have you ever seen an albino Chimney 
Swift? Well, I have! Dan Cassidy and I were doing the Breeding Bird Survey 
yesterdey (21 June 1976) at Burchard Lake (Pawnee County) and I saw 
one flying over the park and the camping area there. It was really a beauti-
ful sight against a very blue sky. 
- Ruth Green, Bellevue 
SPRAGUE'S PIPITS. I saw several Sprague's Pipits 1 October 1976 
about two miles southwest of Upland, Franklin County. 
-Harold Turner, .lI1inden 
SUMMER TANAGER. Last Saturday, 14 May 1976, it was too wet to 
work in the garden so I decided to do some birding in the wooded draw in 
the field across the road from where I live. I was thinking it was kind of 
dull when suddenly I saw a reddish bird flash through the trees. I thought 
the color was a little different from that of a Cardinal. I finally saw it 
perched and could hardly restrain my excitement; sure enough it was a 
Summer Tanager - basically light red with a tinge of yellowish-green 
mixed in, a fairly long yellow bill, and absolutely no black in the wings. A 
female Cardinal was chasing it for some reason and I could use it for com-
parison. I had two more good looks at it. I assume it to be a first-year male. 
This is the first one I have ever seen anywhere, so it was quite a thrill. 
- Ralph Harrington, Lincoln 
EVENING GROSBEAKS. On 17 December 1975 I discovered a flock of 
about thirty-five Evening Grosbeaks feeding on the ground and in a cedar tree 
in a yard here in town. The flock was composed of both males and females. I 
saw the flock two more times that week at different locations. Previously I 
had seen only one Evening Grosbeak this fall, in November, right after our 
storm. -Douglas L. Ballard, Valentine 
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BIRD BANDING IN CUMING COUNTY. On 29 and 30 May 1976 
I banded 54 birds of 22 species on the Rudolph Herzinger farm, 4 miles north 
and 1 mile east of Beemer in Cuming County: Common Flicker (Yellow-
shafted) 2, Red-headed Woodpecker 1, Eastern Kingbird 1, Acadian Fly-
catcher 2, Eastern Wood Pewee 1, Barn Swallow 3, Blue Jay 2, Black-
capped Chickadee 2, House Wren 6, Gray Catbird 5, Brown Thrasher 3, 
American Robin 9, Wood Thrush 1" Swainson's Thrush 3, Warbling,. Vireo 2, 
Connecticut Warbler 1, Common Yellowthroat 1, Orchard Oriole 3, Northern 
(Baltimore) Oriole 2, Blue Grosbeak 1, Indigo Bunting 1, American Gold-
fich 2. We also saw Bobolinks in Cuming County. 
- Mabel Ott, Lincoln 
KEARNEY COUNTY BIRDS. I saw a Prairie Falcon in the area in 
January and February 1976. Marsh Hawks were seen more or less regularly 
in January and Februay, and on occasion up to about 10 May; Rough-Ie,gged 
Hawks in January and February; Ferruginous Hawks in March and April 
and occasionally later into the summer. Kestrels were seen rather sparingly 
throughout the season, but were fairly numerous in the early fall. A Brown 
Creeper was seen 17 January. Ten or more Common Redpolls were seen 10 
January, and individuals up to 30 March. Pine Siskins were seen 13 to 28 
April. Purple Martins arrived at what I thought was an early date (20 
March) and seemed to be unusually numerous during the season. 
-Harold Turner, Minden 
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